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1
LOW OVERHEAD HOLD-VIOLATION
FIXING SOLUTION USING
METAL-PROGRAMABLE CELLS

BACKGROUND

1. Field

Aspects of the present disclosure relate generally to fixing
hold violations, and more particularly, to fixing hold viola-
tions using metal-programmable cells.

2. Background

Flip-flops (e.g., D flip-flops) are commonly used in inte-
grated circuits to capture data values from a data signal on
active edges of an input clock signal. The active edges may be
rising clock edges for a positive-edge triggered flip-flop or
falling clock edges for a negative-edge triggered flip-flop.

In order for a flip-flop to properly capture a data value from
the data signal, the data value needs to be stable at the input of
the flip-flop for a time period before an active edge of the
clock signal (referred to as setup time), and for a time period
after the active edge of the clock signal (referred to as hold
time). A hold violation occurs when the data value at the input
of'the flip-flop changes during the hold time of an active edge
of'the clock signal. The hold violation may be fixed by adding
a delay to the data signal so that the data value at the input of
the flip-flop changes outside the hold time of the active edge
of'the clock signal. Typically, the delay is added by inserting
one or more buffers into a data path that routes the data signal
to the input of the flip-flop.

SUMMARY

The following presents a simplified summary of one or
more embodiments in order to provide a basic understanding
of'such embodiments. This summary is not an extensive over-
view of all contemplated embodiments, and is intended to
neither identify key or critical elements of all embodiments
nor delineate the scope of any or all embodiments. Its sole
purpose is to present some concepts of one or more embodi-
ments in a simplified form as a prelude to the more detailed
description that is presented later.

According to an aspect, a system is described herein. The
system comprises a first flip-flop, a second flip-flop, and a
data path between the first and second flip-flops. The system
further comprises a metal-programmable cell connected to
the data path, wherein the metal-programmable cell is pro-
grammed to implement at least one capacitor to add a capaci-
tive load to the data path.

A second aspect relates to a method for delaying a signal.
The method comprises sending the signal from a first flip-flop
to a second flip-flop along a data path between the first and
second flip-flops. The method also comprises delaying the
signal on the data path by a predetermined amount using a
metal-programmable cell, wherein the metal-programmable
cell is programmed to implement at least one capacitor, and
the at least one capacitor adds a capacitive load to the data
path that delays the signal by the predetermined amount.

A third aspect relates to an apparatus for delaying a signal.
The apparatus comprises means for sending the signal from a
first flip-flop to a second flip-flop along a data path between
the first and second flip-flops. The apparatus also comprises
means for delaying the signal on the data path by a predeter-
mined amount by adding a capacitive load to the data path that
delays the signal by the predetermined amount.

A fourth aspect relates to a method for fixing a hold viola-
tion at a flip-flop. The method comprises determining an
amount of delay needed on a data path to fix the hold viola-
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tion, and determining a capacitive load based on the deter-
mined amount of delay. The method also comprises program-
ming a metal-programmable cell to implement at least one
capacitor to provide the determined capacitive load, and con-
necting the metal-programmable cell to the data path.

To the accomplishment of the foregoing and related ends,
the one or more embodiments comprise the features herein-
after fully described and particularly pointed out in the
claims. The following description and the annexed drawings
set forth in detail certain illustrative aspects of the one or more
embodiments. These aspects are indicative, however, of but a
few of the various ways in which the principles of various
embodiments may be employed and the described embodi-
ments are intended to include all such aspects and their
equivalents.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows an example of a system comprising two
flip-flops.

FIG. 2 shows a top-down view of an exemplary metal-
programmable cell.

FIG. 3 shows an example of the metal-programmable cell
in FIG. 2 programmed to implement two capacitors according
to an embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 4 shows an equivalent circuit of the capacitors imple-
mented by the metal-programmable cell shown in FIG. 3.

FIG. 5A shows a cross-sectional view of an exemplary
metal-programmable cell.

FIG. 5B shows a circuit representation of a gate-oxide
capacitor formed by the metal-programmable cell shown in
FIG. 5A.

FIG. 6A shows another cross-sectional view of an exem-
plary metal-programmable cell.

FIG. 6B shows a circuit representation of a gate-oxide
capacitor formed by the metal-programmable cell shown in
FIG. 6A.

FIG. 7 shows an example of a capacitive load connected to
a data path according to an embodiment of the present dis-
closure.

FIG. 8 shows a top-down view of another exemplary metal-
programmable cell.

FIG. 9A shows an example of the metal-programmable cell
in FIG. 8 programmed to implement two capacitors according
to an embodiment of the present disclosure.

FIG. 9B shows a patterned upper metal layer used to pro-
gram the metal-programmable cell in FIG. 9A.

FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating a method for delaying a
signal according to certain embodiments of the present dis-
closure.

FIG. 11 is aflowchart illustrating a method for fixing a hold
violation according to certain embodiments of the present
disclosure.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The detailed description set forth below, in connection with
the appended drawings, is intended as a description of various
configurations and is not intended to represent the only con-
figurations in which the concepts described herein may be
practiced. The detailed description includes specific details
for the purpose of providing a thorough understanding of the
various concepts. However, it will be apparent to those skilled
in the art that these concepts may be practiced without these
specific details. In some instances, well-known structures and
components are shown in block diagram form in order to
avoid obscuring such concepts.
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FIG. 1 shows a system 100 comprising a first flip-flop 110
and a second flip-flop 120. The first flip-flop 110 captures data
values of a data signal d at its input D1 on the active edges of
a clock signal clk, and outputs the captured data values at its
output Q1. The active edges may be the rising edges of the
clock signal clk if the first flip-flop 110 is a positive-edge
triggered flip-flop or the falling edges of the clock signal
clock if the first flip-flop 110 is a negative-edge triggered
flip-flop. The captured data values propagate to the second
flip-flop 120 via a data path 125. The data path 125 may
include combinational logic 122 that delays the data values.

The clock clk propagates to the second flip-flop 120 via a
clock path 130 that skews the clock clk, resulting in a skewed
clock signal clkc at the second flip-flop 120. This is repre-
sented by clock skew 132 in FIG. 1. The second flip-flop 120
captures data values at its input D2 on the active edges of the
skewed clock signal clke, and outputs the captured data val-
ues at its output Q2.

In order for the second flip-flop 120 to properly capture a
data value from the first flip-flop 110 at its input D2, the data
value needs to be stable for a time period before an active edge
of'the skewed clock signal clke (referred to as setup time), and
for a time period after the active edge of the skewed clock
signal clkc (referred to as hold time). A hold violation occurs
when the data value at the input D2 changes during the hold
time of an active clock edge. The hold violation may be fixed
by delaying the data signal along the data path 125 so that the
data value at the input D2 changes outside the hold time of the
active clock edge.

A hold violation may be prevented by meeting the follow-
ing condition:

L otock-to-0H data-delay=skewt hold

where 1,4, 18 the delay from an active edge of the clock
signal clk to the output Q1 of the first flip-flop 110, t ., o7,
is the delay along the data path 125, t,.,, is the clock skew,
and t,,,, is the hold time. As can be seen from the above
condition, a hold-violation occurs when €., 1o oH sura-detay
is smaller than t,, +t,,,, In this case, the hold violation may
be fixed by increasing the delay along the data path (i.e.,
Y ata-detar) 10 meet the above condition.

The conventional technique for fixing a hold violation is to
insert one or more buffers into the data path 125 to increase
the delay along the data path 125. Adding a buffer requires
routing resources to connect both the input and the output of
the buffer to the data path in order to reroute the data path
through the buffer. Also, on a densely-populated chip, it may
be difficult to find available space for inserting the buffer
and/or rerouting the data path through the buftfer. Further, the
buffer introduces leakage current, which increases power
consumption.

Another drawback is that the delay of the buffer may lack
fine granularity. For example, the delay of the buffer may lack
granularity below 20 ps. This is because the buffer may be
implemented using high threshold-voltage transistors (which
increase delay) to reduce leakage current. However, a hold
violation may only require a much smaller delay (e.g., 5 ps) to
fix. Thus, the buffer provides a much larger delay than nec-
essary to fix the hold violation. This is undesirable because
delaying the data values too much may potential cause a setup
violation. Yet another drawback is that inserting buffers to fix
hold violations can introduce new hold violations due to the
nature of rerouting, and the design will need to be refined over
a few more iterations to converge to a design with no hold
violations.

To address the above drawbacks associated with buffers,
embodiments of present disclosure add delay to a data path to
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fix a hold violation by adding a capacitive load to the data path
using a metal-programmable cell. The capacitive load
reduces routing overhead, reduces leakage current, and pro-
vides a delay with finer granularity, as discussed further
below.

FIG. 2 shows a top-down view of an exemplary metal-
programmable cell 205. The cell 205 comprises a gate 210, a
first source/drain region 220, a second source/drain region
225, athird source/drain region 240, and a fourth source/drain
region 245. The first and second source/drain regions 220 and
225 may comprise P+ regions in a substrate (e.g., P+ regions
diffused and/or implanted in an N well in the substrate). The
third and fourth source/drain regions 240 and 245 may com-
prise N+ regions in the substrate (e.g., N+ regions diffused
and/or implanted in a P well in the substrate). The gate 210
may comprise a metal, polysilicon or a combination thereof.

The cell 205 also comprises a first via 230 connected to the
first source/drain region 220, a second via 235 connected to
the second source/drain region 225, a third via 250 connected
to the third source/drain region 240, a fourth via 255 con-
nected to the fourth source/drain region 245, and a fifth via
260 connected to the gate 210. Each via may be directly
connected to the corresponding structure or connected to the
corresponding structure through one or more intervening
contact layers. The vias extend perpendicularly with respect
to FIG. 2. As discussed further below, the vias can be used to
connect the corresponding structures to an upper metal layer
(e.g., metal layer M1 of the back end of line (BEOL)).

The cell 205 can be programmed to implement a desired
logic function by adding an upper metal layer that is patterned
to connect the source/drain regions 220, 225,240 and 245 and
the gate 210 in a configuration that implements the desired
logic function (hence the term “metal-programmable”). Each
of'the source/drain regions 220, 225, 240 and 245 and the gate
210 may be connected to the upper metal layer by the respec-
tive via. Further, each of the source/drain regions may imple-
ment a source or a drain depending on how the gate 210 and
the source/drain regions 220, 225, 240 and 245 are connected
by the upper metal layer.

For example, the cell 205 may be programmed to imple-
ment an inverter (not shown) by patterning the upper metal
layer to connect the first source/drain region 220 to Vdd of a
power supply, connect the second source/drain region 225 to
the fourth source/drain region 245, and connect the third
source/drain region 240 to Vss of the power supply. In this
example, the inverter comprises an NMOS transistor and a
PMOS transistor, in which the first source/drain region 220
forms the source of the PMOS transistor, the second source/
drain region 225 forms the drain of the PMOS transistor, the
fourth source/drain region 245 forms the drain of the NMOS
transistor, and the third source/drain region 240 forms the
source of the NMOS transistor. The gate 210 forms the gates
of both the PMOS transistor and NMOS transistor, which is
connected to the input of the inverter. The output of the
inverter is connected to the drains of the PMOS transistor and
the NMOS transistor. The metal-programmable cell may be
programmed to perform other logic functions.

FIG. 2 shows the baseline structure of the metal-program-
mable cell 205 before the cell is programmed with an upper
metal layer. Although the cell 205 in this example comprises
one gate 210 and four source/drain regions, it is to be appre-
ciated that a metal-programmable cell may comprise any
number of gates and source/drain regions. Also, it is to be
appreciated that the cell 205 may comprise two separate gates
in which one of the gates is between the first and second
source/drain regions 220 and 225, and the other gate is
between the third and fourth source/drain regions 240 and
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245. In this example, each of the gates may have a separate via
for independently connecting to the gates.

Metal-programmable cells may be distributed throughouta
chip to provide the ability to program logic functions into the
chip as needed by changing the pattern of the upper metal
layer. By distributing the metal-programmable cells through-
out the chip, metal-programmable cells are available in dif-
ferent parts of the chip to implement design changes in dif-
ferent parts of the chip. For example, during initial chip
layout, metal-programmable cells may be distributed
throughout a chip to accommodate design changes (e.g., dur-
ing an engineering change order (ECO) stage) after initial
placement of circuit components and metal routing between
the circuit components.

After initial chip layout, a design change requiring addi-
tional logic functions may be implemented by programming
one or more of the metal-programmable cells to perform the
additional logic functions. This may be done by changing the
mask (e.g., lithographic mask) used to pattern the upper metal
layer during fabrication such that the upper metal layer is
patterned to program the metal-programmable cells. The
baseline structures of the metal-programmable cells do not
need to be changed, thereby reducing development costs and
delays associated with the design change. The metal-pro-
grammable cells may also be referred to as filler cells.

In one embodiment, a metal-programmable cell is pro-
grammed to implement one or more capacitors by adding an
upper layer that is patterned to configure the cell into the one
or more capacitors. The one or more capacitors may be con-
nected to a data path between two flip-flops to add delay to the
data path to fix a hold violation, as discussed further below.

FIG. 3 shows an example in which the metal-program-
mable cell 205 in FIG. 2 is programmed to implement two
capacitors by adding an upper metal layer. In this example,
the upper metal layer is patterned to form a first metal plate
310, a second metal plate 320, and a third metal plate 330. The
second metal plate 320 may be connected to Vdd of a power
supply, and the third metal plate 330 may be connected to Vss
of the power supply, which may be ground. The first metal
plate 310 may be connected to the gate 210 by the fifth via
260, the second plate 320 may be connected to the first and
second source/drain regions 220 and 225 by the first and
second vias 230 and 235, and the third metal plate 330 may be
connected to the third and fourth source/drain regions 240 and
245 by the third and fourth vias 250 and 255. The metal plates
310, 320 and 330 are positioned above the gate 210 and the
source/drain regions 220, 225, 240 and 245 with an interven-
ing insulating material (not shown). The metal plates 310,320
and 330 make electrical contact with the gate 210 and the
source/drain regions 220, 225, 240 and 245 through the inter-
vening insulating material using the vias.

FIG. 4 shows an equivalent circuit 405 of the two capaci-
tors implemented by the programmed cell 305. The circuit
405 comprises a first capacitor 410 formed by the first and
second metal plates 310 and 320. The first capacitor 410 has
a first terminal 412 connected to node 430 and a second
terminal 417 connected to Vdd, in which the first terminal 412
corresponds to the first metal plate 310 and the second termi-
nal 417 corresponds to the second metal plate 320. The
capacitance ofthe first capacitor 410 includes the capacitance
between the first and second metal plates 310 and 320.

The capacitance of the first capacitor 410 may also include
contributions from gate-oxide capacitance and other capaci-
tances in the cell 305. In this regard, FIG. 5A shows an
example of a cross-sectional view of the gate 210, the first
source/drain region 220 and the second source/drain region
225. In this example, the first source/drain region 220 com-
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6

prises a first P+ region and the second source/drain region 225
comprises a second P+ region. The first and second P+
regions may be formed in an N-type region (e.g., an N well),
as shown in FIG. 5A. To enhance electrical contact between
the first P+ region of the first source/drain region 220 and the
first via 230 (not shown in FIG. 5A), a first contact layer 520
(not shown in FIG. 2) may be placed over the first P+ region.
The first contact layer 520 may comprise a conductive mate-
rial and may extend the length of the P+ region. In this
example, the first via 230 is connected to the P+ region though
the contact layer 520. Similarly, a second contact layer 525
(not shown in FIG. 2) may be placed over the second P+
region of the second source/drain region 225 to enhance
electrical contact between the second P+ region and the sec-
ond via 235. The gate 210 is above a portion of the N region
between the first and second P+ regions with an oxide layer
510 disposed between the gate 210 and the N region. The
portion of the N region between the first and second P+
regions may be referred to as a channel region.

In this example, the oxide layer 510 between the gate 210
and the N region forms a first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1. A
circuit representation of the first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1 is
shown in FIG. 5B. The gate-oxide capacitance is a function of
the dielectric constant of the oxide layer 510, the thickness of
the oxide layer 510 and the area of the gate 210 overlapping
the oxide layer 510. The first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1 may
be coupled to the P+ regions of the first and second source/
drain regions 220 and 225 by an accumulation layer or an
inversion layer (not shown) formed in the N region under-
neath the oxide layer 510. The structure shown in FIG. 5A
may include additional capacitances, including, for example,
adepletion capacitance due to a deletion layer in the N region,
capacitance between the gate 210 and the first source/drain
region 220, and capacitance between the gate 210 and the
second source/drain region 225.

In this example, the first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1 is con-
nected between the first and second metal layers by vias 230,
235 and 260. More particular, the first metal layer 310 is
connected to the gate 210 by the fifth via 260, in which the
gate 210 forms a first terminal 550 of the first gate-oxide
capacitor Cox1 (shown in FIG. 5B). The second metal layer
320 is connected to a second terminal 560 (shown in FI1G. 5B)
of'the first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1 by the first and second
vias 230 and 235 and the first and second source/gate regions
220 and 225. The second metal layer 320 connects the second
terminal 560 of the first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1 to Vdd, as
shown in FIG. 5B. As a result, the capacitance of the first
capacitor 410 includes both the capacitance between the first
and second metal plates 310 and 320 and the capacitance of
the first gate-oxide capacitor Cox1. The capacitance of the
first capacitor 410 may also include one or more of the other
capacitances mentioned above.

Referring back to FIG. 4, the circuit 405 also comprises a
second capacitor 420 formed by the first and third metal plates
310 and 330. The second capacitor 420 has a first terminal 422
connected to node 430 and a second terminal 427 connected
to Vss, in which the first terminal 422 corresponds to the first
metal plate 310 and the second terminal 427 corresponds to
the third metal plate 330. The capacitance of the second
capacitor 420 includes the capacitance between the first and
third metal plates 310 and 330.

The capacitance of the second first capacitor 420 may also
include contributions from gate-oxide capacitance and other
capacitances in the cell 305. In this regard, FIG. 6 A shows an
example of a cross-sectional view of the gate 210, the third
source/drain region 240 and the fourth source/drain region
245. In this example, the third source/drain region 240 com-
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prises a first N+ region and the fourth source/drain region 245
comprises a second N+ region. The first and second N+
regions may be formed in a P-type region (e.g., a P well), as
shown in FIG. 6A. To enhance electrical contact between the
first N+ region of the third source/drain region 240 and the
third via 250 (not shown in FIG. 6A), a third contact layer 640
(not shown in FIG. 2) may be placed over the first N+ region.
Similarly, a fourth contact layer 645 may be placed over the
second N+ region of the fourth source/drain region 245 to
enhance electrical contact between the second N+ region and
the fourth via 255. The gate 210 is above a portion of the P
region between the first and second N+ regions with an oxide
layer 610 disposed between the gate 210 and the Pregion. The
portion of the P region between the first and second N+
regions may be referred to as a channel region.

In this example, the oxide layer 610 between the gate 210
and the P region forms a second gate-oxide capacitor Cox2. A
circuit representation of the second gate-oxide capacitor
Cox2 is shown in FIG. 6B. The second gate-oxide capacitor
Cox2 may be coupled to the N+ regions of the third and fourth
source/drain regions 240 and 245 by an accumulation layer or
an inversion layer (not shown) formed in the P region under-
neath the oxide layer 610. The structure shown in FIG. 6A
may include additional capacitances, including, for example,
adepletion capacitance due to a deletion layer in the P region,
capacitance between the gate 210 and the third source/drain
region 240, and capacitance between the gate 210 and the
fourth source/drain region 245.

In this example, the second gate-oxide capacitor Cox2 is
connected between the first and third metal layers 310 and
330 by vias 250, 255 and 260. More particular, the first metal
layer 310 is connected to the gate 210 by the fifth via 260,
which forms a first terminal 650 of the second gate-oxide
capacitor Cox2 (shown in FIG. 6B). The third metal layer 330
is connected to a second terminal 660 (shown in FIG. 6B) of
the second gate-oxide capacitor Cox2 by the third and fourth
vias 250 and 255 and the third and fourth source/gate regions
240 and 245. The third metal layer 330 connects the second
terminal 660 of the second gate-oxide capacitor Cox2 to Vss,
as shown in FIG. 6B. Therefore, the capacitance of the second
capacitor 420 may include both the capacitance between the
first and third metal plates 310 and 330 and the capacitance of
the second gate-oxide capacitor Cox2. The capacitance of the
second capacitor 420 may also include one or more of the
other capacitances mentioned above.

The capacitors 410 and 420 may be connected to a data
path at node 430 to provide a capacitive load to the data path.
Node 430 may correspond to any portion of the first plate 310
(e.g., a portion of the first plate 310 in the vicinity of the fifth
via 260 to the gate 210).

FIG. 7 shows an example of a system 700 in which the
capacitors 410 and 420 implemented by the programmed cell
305 are connected to the data path 125 to fix a hold violation.
The capacitances of the capacitors 410 and 420 may be
adjusted to achieve a desired capacitive load on the data path
125, and hence a desired delay to fix the hold violation. For
example, the capacitances of the capacitors 410 and 420 may
be adjusted by adjusting the shapes of the metal plates 310,
320 and 330 and/or the spacing between the metal plates 310,
320 and 330. The shapes of the metal plates 310, 320 and 330
and/or the spacing between the metal plates 310, 320 and 330
may be adjusted by changing a mask used to pattern the upper
metal layer. This does not require changing the masks for the
baseline structure of the cell 305, which may not change.

The capacitors 410 and 420 require less routing resources
than a buffer. This is because the data path 125 does not need
to be broken to insert the capacitors 410 and 420 into the data
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path 125. The capacitors 410 and 420 can be connected to the
existing data path 125 by a metal interconnect 710 to add
capacitive load, and hence delay, to the data path 125. The
metal interconnect 710 may be connected to the data path 125
at any point 715 along the data path 125. Thus, the data path
between the flip-flops 110 and 120 may not need to be
rerouted to connect the capacitors 410 and 420 to the data path
125.

Also, the capacitors 410 and 420 have little to no leakage
compared to a buffer. Further, the delays of the capacitors 410
and 420 have finer granularity than a buffer. This is because
the shapes of the metal plates 310, 320 and 330 and/or the
spacing between the metal plates 310, 320 and 330 can be
precisely adjusted to achieve a desired capacitive load, and
hence delay.

Further, programming the cell 205 to implement the
capacitors 410 and 420 may eliminate the need of having to
find additional space on the chip for the capacitors after the
initial chip layout. This is because the initially chip layout
may already include the cell 205 as a spare cell (filler cell) that
is available for implementing a design change. Further, dis-
tributing metal-programmable cells throughout the chip
increases the likelihood that there will be at least one available
metal-programmable cell in the vicinity of the data path for
implementing the capacitors. This reduces the amount of
metal routing required to connect the capacitors to the data
path.

Although the cell 305 in the example in FIG. 3 is pro-
grammed to implement two capacitors, it is to be appreciated
that a metal-programmable cell may be programmed to
implement any number of capacitors. For example, the cell
305 may be programmed with only the first and third metal
plates 310 and 330 to form capacitor 420. Further, although
the capacitance of the first capacitor 410 includes both gate-
oxide capacitance and the capacitance between the first and
second metal layers 310 and 320, the first capacitor 410 may
be configured to not include the gate-oxide capacitance. This
may be done, for example, by shaping the metal layers 310
and 320 so that they do not overlap the vias 230, 235 and 260,
and therefore do not connect to the gate 210 and the first and
second source/drain regions 220 and 225.

FIG. 8 shows a top-down view of a three-grid metal-pro-
grammable cell 805. The cell 805 is similar to the one shown
in FIG. 2, and further comprises a second gate 810, a fifth
source/drain region 825, and a sixth source/drain region 845.
The fifth source/drain region 825 may comprise a P+ region
and the sixth source/drain region 845 may comprise an N+
region. The cell 805 also comprises a sixth via 835 connected
to the fifth source/drain region 825, a seventh via 855 con-
nected to the sixth source/drain region 845, and an eighth via
860 connected to the second gate 810. Similar to the cell 205
shown in FIG. 2, the cell 805 can be programmed to imple-
ment a desired logic function by adding an upper metal layer
that is patterned to connect the source/drain regions 220, 225,
240, 245, 825 and 845 and the gates 210 and 810 in a con-
figuration that implements the desired logic function (e.g.,
inverter, NAND gate, NOR gate, XOR gate, etc.).

FIG. 8 shows the baseline structure of the metal-program-
mable cell 805 before the cell is programmed with an upper
metal layer. Although the second gate 810 is shown as one
continuous gate in the example in FIG. 8, it is to be appreci-
ated that the gate 810 may be separated into two gates in
which one of the gates is between the second and fifth source/
drain regions 225 and 825, and the other gate is between the
fourth and sixth source/drain regions 245 and 845. In this
example, each of the gates may have a separate via for inde-
pendently connecting to the gates.
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FIG. 9A shows an example in which the metal-program-
mable cell 805 in FIG. 8 is programmed to implement two
capacitors by adding an upper metal layer. In this example,
the upper metal layer is patterned to form a first metal plate
910, a second metal plate 920, and a third metal plate 930. The
second metal plate 920 may be connected to Vdd of a power
supply, and the third metal plate 930 may be connected to Vss
of the power supply. The first metal plate 910 may be con-
nected to the gates 210 and 810 by the fifth and eighth vias 260
and 860, the second plate 920 may be connected to the first,
second and fifth source/drain regions 220, 225 and 825 by the
first, second and sixth vias 230, 235 and 835, and the third
metal plate 930 may be connected to the third, fourth and
sixth source/drain regions 240, 245 and 845 by the third,
fourth and seventh vias 250, 255 and 855.

The programmed cell 905 includes a first capacitor con-
nected to Vdd and a second capacitor connected to Vss. The
capacitance of the first capacitor includes the capacitance
between the first and second metal plates 910 and 920 and
gate-oxide capacitance from the gate oxides of the gates 210
and 810. The capacitance of the second capacitor includes the
capacitance between the first and third metal plates 910 and
930 and gate-oxide capacitance from the gates 210 and 810.
The first and second capacitors may be connected to a data
path to add delay to the data path to fix a hold violation, as
discussed above.

FIG. 9B shows the first metal plate 910, second metal plate
920, and third metal plate 930 without the underlying gates
and source/drain regions for ease of illustration. As shown in
FIG. 9B, the first metal plate 910 may comprise a plurality of
fingers 912, 914, 916 and 918. The second metal plate 920
may comprise a finger 922 between fingers 912 and 914 of the
first metal plate 910, and the third metal plate 930 may com-
prise a finger 932 between fingers 916 and 918 of the first
metal plate 910. In this example, the first and second metal
plates 910 and 920 form a first finger capacitor connected to
Vdd and the first and third metal plates 910 and 930 form a
second finger capacitor connected to Vss.

It is to be appreciated that the finger capacitors shown in
FIG. 9B are exemplary only, and that embodiments of the
present disclosure are not limited to the example shown in
FIG. 9B. For example, each of the first and second metal
plates 910 and 920 may comprise any number of fingers, in
which fingers of the first metal plate 910 are interlaced with
the fingers of the second metal plate 920. Similarly, each of
the first and third metal plates 910 and 930 may comprise any
number of fingers, in which fingers of the first metal plate 910
are interlaced with the fingers of the third metal plate 930. The
capacitance of each finger capacitor may be adjusted by
adjusting the number of fingers, the spacing between the
fingers and/or the dimensions (e.g., length and/or width) of
the fingers. For example, capacitance may be increased by
increasing the number of fingers.

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram of a method 1000 for delaying a
signal in accordance with embodiments of the present disclo-
sure. The signal may be delayed to prevent a hold violation
from occurring in an apparatus (e.g., a mobile device).

In step 1010, the signal is sent from a first flip-flop to a
second flip-flop along a data path between the first and second
flip-flops. For example, the signal may be launched from an
output of the first flip-flop (e.g., flip-flop 110) and propagate
along the data path (e.g. data path 125) to an input of the
second flip-flop (e.g., flip-flop 120).

In step 1020, the signal on the data path is delayed by a
predetermined amount using a metal-programmable cell,
wherein the metal-programmable cell is programmed to
implement at least one capacitor, and the at least one capacitor
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adds a capacitive load to the data path that delays the signal by
the predetermined amount. For example, the metal-program-
mable cell (e.g., metal-programmable cell 305) may com-
prise an upper metal layer that is patterned to form at least two
metal plates that implement the at least one capacitor. The
metal plates may be shaped and/or spaced apart by an amount
that achieves the desired capacitive load. The metal plates
may also be connected to at least one gate and at least one
source/drain region of the metal-programmable cell to add
gate-oxide capacitance to the at least one capacitor.

FIG. 11 is a flow diagram of a method 1100 for fixing a hold
violation in accordance with embodiments of the present
disclosure. The method 1100 may be performed after a hold
violation has been identified at a particular flip-flop in a
circuit design. The hold violation may be identified by a
timing analysis performed on the circuit to check whether
timing requirements (e.g., setup-time and hold-time require-
ments) are met in different parts of the circuit. After the hold
violation has been identified, the method 1000 may be per-
formed to fix the hold violation.

In step 1110, an amount of delay needed on a data path to
fix the hold violation is determined. For example, a timing
analysis tool may be used to determine the shortest delay
along the data path across process-temperature-voltage
(PTV) variations, and to determine an amount of delay
needed on the data path to fix the hold violation for the
shortest delay. This helps ensure that the delay will be suffi-
cient to fix the hold violation across PTV variations.

In step 1120, a capacitive load is determined based on the
determined amount of delay. The capacitive load may be a
capacitive load that, when connected to the data path, adds a
delay to the data path approximately equal to the determined
amount of delay.

In step 1130, a metal-programmable cell is programmed to
implement at least one capacitor to provide the determined
capacitive load. The metal-programmable cell may be pro-
grammed by adding an upper metal layer to the cell and
patterning the metal layer to implement the at least one
capacitor. For example, the metal layer may be patterned to
form two metal plates (e.g., metal plates 310 and 320) to
implement a capacitor, in which one of the metal plates forms
one terminal of the capacitor and the other metal plate forms
the other terminal of the capacitor. The shapes of the metal
plates and/or spacing between the metal plates may be
adjusted to achieve the determined capacitive load, as dis-
cussed above.

The metal plates may also connect to a gate (e.g., gate 210)
and one or more source/drain regions (e.g., source/drain
regions 220 and 225) of the metal-programmable cell to add
gate-oxide capacitance to the capacitor. For example, one of
the metal plates may be connected to the gate by forming the
metal plate (e.g., 310) over a via (e.g., via 260) connected to
the gate. The other metal plate may be connected to the one or
more source/drain regions by forming the other metal plate
over one or more vias (e.g., vias 230 and 235) connected to the
one or more source/drain regions.

In step 1140, the metal-programmable cell is connected to
the data path. The metal-programmable cell may be con-
nected to the data path along any point on the data path to add
the capacitive load to the data path. The capacitive load adds
the determined amount of delay to the data path to prevent the
hold violation, thereby fixing the hold violation.

The previous description of the disclosure is provided to
enable any person skilled in the art to make or use the disclo-
sure. Various modifications to the disclosure will be readily
apparent to those skilled in the art, and the generic principles
defined herein may be applied to other variations without
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departing from the spirit or scope of the disclosure. Thus, the
disclosure is not intended to be limited to the examples
described herein but is to be accorded the widest scope con-
sistent with the principles and novel features disclosed herein.

What is claimed is:

1. A system, comprising:

a first flip-flop;

a second flip-flop;

a data path between the first and second flip-flops; and

a metal-programmable cell connected to the data path,

wherein the metal-programmable cell is programmed to

implement at least one capacitor to add a capacitive load
to the data path, the metal-programmable cell compris-
ing:

a metal layer patterned to form a first metal plate and a
second metal plate to implement the at least one
capacitor; and

a baseline structure below the metal layer, the baseline
structure comprising:

a first source/drain region;

a second source/drain region;

a channel region between the first and second source/
drain regions;

a gate above the channel region; and

an oxide layer between the gate and the channel
region.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the first metal plate is
connected to the gate and the second metal plate is connected
to the first and second source/drain regions.

3. The system of claim 2, wherein the first metal plate is
connected to the data path, and the second metal plate is
connected to a power supply.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the first metal plate
comprises a plurality of fingers and the second metal plate
comprises a finger between two adjacent fingers of the plu-
rality of fingers of the first metal plate.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the metal layer is pat-
terned to form a third metal plate, and the baseline structure
further comprises:

third and fourth source/drain regions;

a second channel region between the third and fourth

source/drain regions;

a second gate above the second channel region; and

a second oxide layer between the second gate and the

second channel region.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein the first metal plate is
connected to the first and second gates, the second metal plate
is connected to the first and second source/drain regions, and
the third metal plate is connected to the third and fourth
source/drain regions.

7. The system of claim 6, wherein the first metal plate is
connected to the data path, the second metal plate is con-
nected to Vdd of a power supply, and the third metal plate is
connected to Vss of the power supply.

8. The system of claim 6, wherein the first and second gates
are integrated into one common gate.

9. A system, comprising:

a first flip-flop;

a second flip-flop;

a data path between the first and second flip-flops; and

a metal-programmable cell connected to the data path,

wherein the metal-programmable cell is programmed to
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implement at least one capacitor to add a capacitive load

to the data path, the metal-programmable cell compris-

ing:

a l%aseline structure; and

a metal layer above the baseline structure, wherein the
metal layer is patterned to form a first metal plate, a
second metal plate and a third metal plate to imple-
ment the at least one capacitor, the first metal plate is
connected to the data path, the second metal plate is
connected to Vdd of a power supply, and the third
metal plate is connected to Vss of the power supply.

10. A method for delaying a signal, the method comprising:

sending the signal from a first flip-flop to a second flip-flop

along a data path between the first and second flip-flops;
and

delaying the signal on the data path by a predetermined

amount using a metal-programmable cell, wherein the
metal-programmable cell is programmed to implement
at least one capacitor, and the at least one capacitor adds
acapacitive load to the data path that delays the signal by
the predetermined amount, the metal-programmable
cell comprising:

a metal layer patterned to form a first metal plate and a
second metal plate to implement the at least one
capacitor; and

a baseline structure below the metal layer, the baseline
structure comprising:

a first source/drain region;

a second source/drain region;

a channel region between the first and second source/
drain regions;

a gate above the channel region; and

an oxide layer between the gate and the channel
region.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the first metal plate is
connected to the gate and the second metal plate is connected
to the first and second source/drain regions.

12. An apparatus for delaying a signal, the apparatus com-
prising:

means for sending the signal from a first flip-flop to a

second flip-flop along a data path between the first and

second flip-flops; and

means for delaying the signal on the data path by a prede-

termined amount by adding a capacitive load to the data

path that delays the signal by the predetermined amount,
the means for delaying comprising:

a metal layer patterned to form a first metal plate and a
second metal plate to implement at least one capaci-
tor; and

a baseline structure below the metal layer, the baseline
structure comprising:

a first source/drain region;

a second source/drain region;

a channel region between the first and second source/
drain regions;

a gate above the channel region; and

an oxide layer between the gate and the channel
region.

13. The apparatus of claim 12, wherein the first metal plate
is connected to the gate and the second metal plate is con-
nected to the first and second source/drain regions.
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